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Organizing
Watersheds
By Joseph T. Paulson, Watershed Flood Control Specialist
and Fay Kerr, Extension Water Resources Specialist

Part I

Whatever its size, a watershed is
a natural cradle for every raindrop
which falls upon its surface. Wellmanaged watersheds capture the
rain like great sponges and cause
it to soak gently into the soil, to filter to the ground water table, to
drain slowly to the brooks and
larger streams, or to flow as clear
water to homes and communities.
Mismanaged, neglected watersheds reject the rain almost as fast
as it falls. Runoff, laden with topsoil, rushes down through rills and
and gullies to muddy creeks and
silt-choked rivers. Denuded hillsides and impoverished farms remain. Poor water supplies, increased
flood hazards, and pollution are the
inevitable result.
In 1955, 76% of the water used.in
South Dakota was pumped from'the
ground. This was the highest ratio
of ground water use to total water
use of any state. This heavy demand
on ground water supplies means
that South Dakota people must manage the surface water that comes
from rain and snow in such a way
that the maximum amount will seep
into the ground. This is called
ground water recharge and is one
of the things that watershed devel-

WHAT IS A WATERSHED?
Wherever you live, you are within a watershed. Your farm, ranch,
home on a town l~t, or your .b usiness in the city are all within the
natural boundaries of some watershed. All the lands and waters of
the nation are bounded by natural
drainage divides.
A watershed is the entire drainage area that outlets through a single channel into a larger stream or
river. A watershed may be large or
small depending on the size of the
drainage area. Scott Creek in Union
County, the first watershed organized in South Dakota, comprises an
area of about 3,000 acres. In contrast, the Brule Watershed that
drains part of Lincoln and Union
counties contains . about 145,000
acres.
Watersheds are o·f all sizes. A few
acres in a farm field drain into a
single gully or grass waterway, or
many small watersheds together
may cover nearly half a continent
as do those of the Mississippi River
and its tributaries.
3
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opments are designed to accomplish.
Federal and state watershed acts
are intended to help you and your
neighbors manage your watershed,
conserve the soil, and make better
use of the rain where it falls. The
Federal act ( Public Law 566) provides for technical and financial assistance, whereas the State Watershed Act provides for necessary administration, operations, and management. · The state act provides a
taxing method so that landowners
can, in a -united way, meet their part
of the financial and management
obligations. The state act is, therefore, primarily an enabling act.

Part II
. PROVISION~ UNDER
PUBLIC LAW 566
Public Law 566 authorizes the U .
S. Department of Agriculture,
through its Soil Conservation Service, to join with local people in
solving erosion, flood damage, and
other problems. This aid is channeled through established political
sub-divisions of state government
such as a Watershed District or a
Soil and Water Conservation District.
The U. S. Secretary of ~griculture
is authorized to assist local organizations to prepare and carry out
pl~ns of improvement upon application by the local organization.
THE OBJECTIVES

The development of small watersheds under Public Law 566 has

three broad objectives. They are:
( 1) Flood prevention and erosion
control
( 2) Agricultural water management ( irrigation, water spreading,
etc.)
( 3) Non-agricultural water management ( for cities, industries,
recreation and wildlife)
Flood prevention and erosion
control are usually the primary objectives and would be the major purpose for the development. In some
watersheds ( 2) may also be a primary purpose. If, however, any or
all of the practices or uses shown in
( 3) can be economically included
in the development, it is desirable to
do so since including them will ordinarily result in a greater economic return to the community .
A COOPERATIVE EFFORT

The watershed protection and
flood prevention program is a cooperative effort between the local
organization and the Federal government. It is a local undertaking
with Federal help, not a Federal
project with local help.
Public Law 566 places full responsibility on local people for starting watershed projects. The South
Dakota Watershed Act gives local
people the means of organizing a
watershed district and fulfilling
their part of the cooperative agreement. The Department of Agriculture nelps only when the state approves an application for Federal
help. This approval is provided in
South Dakota by the State Water
Resources Commission, with the
State Soil and Water Conservation
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Committee reviewing and recommending approval of the application.
Since watershed development is
a cooperative effort between local
people and the Federal government,
we need to outline the responsibilities of each.
Table 1 shows the various jobs
that must be accomplished to develop a watershed under Public Law
566, who does each of the jobs, and
who pays the associated costs.
WATERSHEDS ELIGIBLE FOR AID

A question often asked by landowners is: «Because a watershed is a
drainage area, can we organize any
drainage area to take advantage of
benefits under Public Law 566?"
(I) Watershed Problem Must Exist

5

To be_· eligible for benefits under
the Federal law a watershed must
have a problem or need that can be
largely taken care of by soil and
water conservation measures and
works of improvement. .
The soil and· water conservation
measures will vary with the slope of
the land and the condition of :the
soil. Increasing the organic con~ent
of the soil by working in stubble,
crop residue, and barnyard manure
and adding fertHity to the land' are
needed. Contour fanning, terracing,
and . grassed waterways are also
needed. These practices hold soil
and water on the land.
·
Works of improvernent includ_e
measures such ,as dams and other
water retarding ·s tructures, levees,
floodways, chann~l improv~m~nt,

Figure 1. This aerial photograph shows the largest of two flood prevention dams . in the ScottCreek Watershed in north Union County, South Dakota. It also shows needed water being held
on the uplands by terraces.
·
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Table I. Who Does the Work and Who Pays the Bills

The job

Done by
local
people

Prepare and submit application for planning
assistance __________ ____ ________ ____-------------------------------Conduct investigations and surveys necessary
to prepare plans for works of improvement
Determine if benefits exceed cost__ __________ _________ _
Approve the development plan _________________________ _
Build Rood water retarding structures ( dams,
channel improvement, etc.) ---------------------------Furnish engineering service for construction
of all structural measures ------------------------------Procure easements for flood control
structural measures ---------------- ------------- __________
Procure easements and construct facilities for
recreation ( see separate paragraph on
recreation) ______________________________________________ _-----__ _Procure easements and construct facilities for
fish and wildlife preservation ( see separate
paragraph on fish and wildlife) ------------ ______ _
Procure easements for structures to facilitate
agricultural water management for irrigation, water spreading, etc. _____________________________
Construct facilities for agricultural water
management such as irrigation, etc. __________ __ __
Procure easements for and construct facilities
to provide city water supplies and
similar uses* ---------------------------------------------------Establish soil conservation practices on
the landt ---------- -------------------- - - - -Contract for all construction ________________ _____________ _
Operate and maintain the development after
completion _____ -----------------------------------Acquire all necessary water rights from
the state ------------------------------ - - - -------------··--

Paid for
from local Done by
or state
Federal
funds
personnel

Paid for
from
Federal
funds

X

X

100%
100%

X

100%

X

100%

X

X

X

100%

X

50%

50%

X

50%

50%

X

100%

X

50%

X

100%

X

100%
100%

X

100%

X

100%

X

50%

*The Federal government will advance funds up to 30 % of the total install ation cost of any structure that a city wishes to build fo r anticipated future municipal or indu strial need s. Repaym en t
mmt be made within 50 years. Interest begins when the municipality starts u sing the water or
10 years after the structure h as been built if use of the water has n o t started sooner.
1-Farmers m ay receive reg ular cost sh aring paym ents to r contouring, terracing, etc. if such p ayments are authorized by the co unty ASC committee in the county in which the watershed is
located .
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Figure 2. This picture shows the Big Sioux River in the area between Hawarden and Akron,
Iowa, during the spring flood of 1960. The picture was taken from the South Dakota side of the
river looking toward Chatsworth, Iowa.

gully stabilization, road and grade
stabilization, and others.
( 2) Definite Objective Essential
A definite objective is essential
before organizing the people for action in- a watershed. The Federal
law requires that a watershed must
have a flood or water management problem that causes damage
on more than one farm or ranch before Federal cooperation can be requested.
The benefits from the watershed
development must be greater than
the cost of the entire project.
ADDITIONAL BENEFITS

Watershed groups are organized
primarily to advance soil and water
management and to reduce flood

damages. They may, however, include additional purposes, such as
developing water for irrigation,
storing water for cities, fish and
wildlife use, or recreational use.
In these cases the Federal government will provide funds to cover the
entire cost of the flood reduction
measures and will share cost in the
agricultural w a t e r management
work, recreation, and fish and wildlife facilities.
Water for Cities and Towns

If a municipality wants to make
use of a flood water dam for adding
to its water supply, the city must
pay its part of the cost of the dam.
The division of payments between the city and the Federal government will be worked out by the

8
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Figure 3. Recreational facilities must be made available to the general public. However, the local
watershed organization may charge reasonable admission fees.

watershed district Board of Managers in consultation with Federal
representatives. This determination
will be made on the basis of the division of the use of the structures
for city water supply and flood reduction purposes.
Water for Recreation

The demand for outdoor recreational facilities has increased
greatly during the last few years.
This has resulted from an increasing population in the nation, better
roads, a shorter work week, and a
general desire on the part of people
to spend their leisure time out of
doors.
For this reason Congress has
made the inclusion of recreational

facilities in small watershed projects
more attractive by offering to cost
share on recreational facilities that
the local people of a watershed may
wish to include. This cost sharing
is as shown in table 1.
The Federal government will
cost share on the procurement ot
easements, construction ot dams,
etc. and on construction of minimum basic facilities including picnic areas, beaches, access roads, etc.
A watershed may not be developed under PL566, however, for recreational purposes alone. Recreational facilities must be an integral part
of the watershed project.
The recreational facility must be
made available to the general public. However, the local watershed

Organizing Watersheds in South Dakota

organization inay charge reasonable
admission fees.
The number of recreational facilities that may be cost-shared in any
one watershed depends on the size
of the watershed.
Fish and Wildlife Development

9

pose to the responsible state agency.
In South Dakota this would normally be the State Department ot
Game, Fish, and Parks.
Fish and wildlife facilities that
may be cost shared are also dependent on the size of the watershed being developed.

Fish and wildlife facilities built
as an integral part of the watershed ASSISTANCE UNDER ASC
project differ from recreational ta- PROGRAMS
cilities in that they are for the purFinancial assistance to·±armers in
pose of preserving and improving performing effective practices tor
the habitat of fish and wildlife.
watershed development and imAreas designated as fish and wild- provement is available under the
life facilities must be closed to hunt- conservation program administered
ing and fishing. If harvesting of fish by the Agricultural StabHization
and wildlife is contemplated, it is ·and Conservation ( ASC) commitclassed as a recreational facility.
tees. This is the Agricultural ConLocal watershed organizations do servation Program ( ACP). This
not normally manage or maintain assistance is given in the form ot
fish and wildlife facilities. They Federal cost share payments for the
may wish to turn over a certain ta- performance of approved conservacility to be developed for this pur- tion practices.
Figure 4. Fish and wildlife facilities built as part of a watershed are usually managed by State
Department of Game, Fish and Parks.
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POOLING AGREEMENTS

Sometimes two or more tarmers
may wish to install an erosion control structure or some other good
practice which will benefit all of
their farms. This can be done under
what is called a pooling agreement.
Pooling agreements should be used
to the fullest extent possible in the
proper development of a watershed project. In planning tor a complete and orderly program ot watershed development these smaller
projects have an important place
along with the larger structures and
installations.
STEPS TO TAKE

Landowners who are interested
in receiving benefits under the
watershed program should contact
their county extension agent and
soil conservationist: The county
agent can give valuable information
on the steps necessary in organizing
a Watershed District.
The Soil Conservationist, the Soil
Conservation District supervisors,
and the ASC committeemen can be
of great help in working out a solution to the watershed problems.
The county agent and Soil Conservation District supervisors can
recommend that a preliminary survey be made by representatives ot
the Soil Conservation Service working with local sponsors and interested agencies. This survey will
help determine the feasibility and
the practicality of the watershed
project before an application tor assistance is prepared.

SECURE FLOOD DAMAGE
INFORMATION

If the watershed project looks
feasible, the first step to take will be
to secure Hood damage intormation
from the local people. Forms are
available as an aid in securing the
information. Local leaders from the
damaged area can best secure this
·
information.
APPLICATION FOR ASSISTANCE

The application tor assistance
should be filled out by the local Soil
Conservation District supervisors as
sponsors of the watershed project.
Other groups interested in the project may also sponsor and/ or endorse the application. The application should be mailed to the State
Conservationist, SCS, Huron, South
Dakota. The State Soil Conservation Committee will then review the
application, and if acceptable, will
authorize a field examination to be
made.
FIELD EXAMINATION

The field examination will be
scheduled by the State Committee,
which will invite interested agencies and others to participate. The
group making the Held examination
will prepare a report of their findings. This report will provide added
information on which the State
Committee can base its recommendation to the State Water Resources
Commission. The approved application then goes to the Soil Conservation Service with recommendations
for priority of planning assistance.
PLANNING ASSISTANCE

After receipt, review, and acceptance of the approved application,
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the Service will authorize planning have the authority to operate, main-

assistance.
The Service, through its watershed
work-plan-party and local technicians, will work with the local people ( sponsors) in developing a preliminary work plan. This will then
be reviewed with the sponsors and
other interested agencies before the
development of the final work plan.
The final work plan is then approved and signed by the local sponsors and the Soil Conservation
Service. Local sponsors should hold
hearings among the people of the
watershed before giving the plan
final approval.
OPERATIONS OF THE PLAN

After the approval of the plan by
the local people and if Federal
funds are available, the Administrator of the Soil Conservation Service will authorize the plan tor
operations. This is the work stage.
During the work stage the planned
structures will be built.

Part III
PROVISIONS UNDER
THE SOUTH DAKOTA
WATERSHED ACT
The major provisions relative to
organizing and financing a watershed district are discussed briefly in
this circular.
The South Dakota Watershed
Act provides tor organizing a watershed district that becomes a legal
sub-division of state government.
The Watershed District managers

tain, finance through taxation, and
otherwise manage the watershed
district in a manner that will insure
that the development will serve the
purpose for which it was established.
A watershed district organization
may be initiated by a group ot interested persons generally reterred to
as a "steering committee." The committee should circulate a petition
among the landowners ot the watershed requesting organization. The
petition should give the boundaries
of the watershed, the purpose ot organizing, the number ot managers
wanted, the names of those who will
manage the district until the next
annual meeting and election, and
other needed information.
When properly signed, the petition is filed with the local Soil Conservation District supervisors who
will have the county auditor determine whether or not all signers are
landowners.
After the county auditor's determination, the Soil Conservation
District supervisors will proceed to
complete the organization.
TWO METHODS OF ORGANIZING

There are two methods ot organizing a watershed district. The
steering committee in cooperation
with the Soil Conservation District
supervisors· should decide which
method they want to use.
Organizing by Petition and a Vote

If 25% or more, but under 60%
of the landowners in the watershed
have signed a petition, the Soil Conservation District supervisors will
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Figure 5. Hero are seven men who worked together to form a watershed project in Marshall
County. (Left to right) Lorenz Fox, SCS technician; George Hilde, sub-conractor for concrete
work; Wally Ochs, engineer; James R. Burke, contractor; W. W. Thorpe, landowner; Alto
Oland, chairman of the board of managers; and Dick Durland, county agent.

hold a hearing on th~ question o± organizing the district and, if favorable, conduct a referendum on the
question.
If 60% or more of the landowners voting in the referendum
vote in favor of the district, the supervisors will declare the district a
sub-division of State Government.
To be eligible to vote, a landowner must own 5 or more acres ot
land. Voting by absentee ballot is
permissible. An authorized official
of the governing board of a municipality may cast one vote on behalf of the municipality. Owners o±
land held jointly shall be considered
as a single landowner and only one
vote representing such landowners
shall be allowed. An executer, administrator, guardian, or trustee ot

any person or estate interested shall
have the right to vote.
Organizing by Petition Only

If 60% or more of the landowners, owning 60% or more of the

land in the watershed, sign tpe petition, the supervisors will hold
a hearing and, if favorable, may declare the watershed a sub-division
of State Government. This method
eliminates the need for a reterendum.
The steering committees in cooperation with the Soil Conservation
District supervisors in the state have
been inclined to organize watersheds by the petition method. The
ideas expressed on this subject are
that it gives the steering committee
members an opportunity to inter-
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view all or nearly all ot the landowners in the watershed. The interviews, they say, h ave been of value
to the landowners and also the
steering committee member. It also
eliminates the time necessary to
hold an election.
A hearing is n ecessary following
either method of organizing before
a watershed can be declared a subdivision of State Government.
WHEN TO ORGANIZE

Although not required by the
State Watershed Act, it is suggested
that the steering committee start organizing the watershed into a watershed district under the State Act
as soon as the preliminary survey
shows the project to be practical. 1t
takes time to organize and put in
final form a w atershed district under the State Watershed Act. Completing the organization so the elected members can take over the legal
part of the work on time is essential.
The South Dakota Watershed Act
as amended, 1959, gives the local
people the necessary authority to
coopera~e with the Federal government in ~atershed improvement, in
contracting for construction, and in
operating and maintaining the watershed. The Act is also the authority for the local people to secure the
land, easements, and rights-of-way
necessary for construction.
If the organization work is not
started early and completed on
time, delay in construction may be
experienced.
If the Board of Managers hurries
its work, it may fail to properly
contact the people in the watershed
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and thus fail to determine the people's interest. It should be made
clear that the Board of Managers in
a watershed acts for the people in
that watershed.
BOARD OF MANAGERS'
AUTHORITY

As soon as a watershed district is
declared a sub-division ot State
Government, the three or tive managers named by the petitioners and
appointed by the Soil Conservation
District supervisors, take charge ot
the affairs of the district. The managers hold office until the next annual meeting and election, when the
· managers will be elected by vote ot
landowners in the watershed district.
Ad Valorem Tax

Among other powers, the managers may levy an ad valorem tax in
the entire watershed, not to exceed
1 mill, on the landowners' land and
buildings for a period ot not to ex-

ceed 2 years.

Long Range Finance Plan

The managers are required by the
State Watershed Act to set up a
financing plan which may include
general or special benetit taxes to
raise money needed to operate and
maintain the watershed project
throughout its life. The plan must
be presented to the State Water Hesources Commission tor its approval. After approval by the Commission the plan must be presented to
the watershed landowners in a referendum for their approval. A 60%
favorable vote is required for approval. It should be made clear
that the Federal (;overnment as-

.
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sumes only such costs as are shown
in table 1. Local people must be prepared to assume their responsibility
and to arrange tor raising the necessary funds required of them.
Estimated Local Costs

Generally the operation and
mainenance costs are estimated on
the basis of the construction cost to
the Federal government. The annual operation and maintenance
cost of Hood retarding dams and
other water control structures are
generally estimated a~ 1% of the
construction cost. The annual operation and maintenance ot an improved channel is estimated at 2%
of the construction cost.
The arrangements tor and costs
of easements and rights-at-way are
the responsibilities of the Board ot
Managers.
The managers receive no compensation for their services, but are
entitled to reimbursement of expenses, including travel.
The state is anxious that an adequate financing plan be provided so
the local people can properly carry
out their part of the program. No
greater tax or assessment can be levied against the landowners than
that voted in by the landowners. Atter the finance plan has been voted
in, and after the necessary easements and rights-of-way have been
secured, construction work may be
started in the watershed.
MAINTENANCE AND
CONSERVATION NEEDED

Land management and soil conservation practices which prevent
erosion, improve soil conditions,

and make more efficient use of water help prevent silt damage to watershed structures.
Before a dam or other Hood-retarding structure can be built under
Public Law 566, farmers above
those structures must take eftective steps to stabilize their soil and .
hold water on the land.
Even after the stmctures are in
use, maintenance is necessary. Outlets must be kept free trom trash.
Grass cover on dams must be protected. Repairs to the dam, outlets,
and fences must be made when
n e e d e cl.. Lack ot maintenance
would actually mean wasted time
and money in building the project.
'iVith proper maintenance and silt
control on the uplands the project
will function for many years.
CITIES AND TOWNS MAY
COOPERATE

A municipality may become a
part of a watershed district by an
authorized official of the governing
board of the municipality casting
one vote for the watershed organization. After the organization is
completed, the municipality may
contract with the Watershed Board
of Managers to furnish payments
for maintenance and other purposes in the watershed as compensation for benefits received. The
watershed managers do not have
the power to levy a tax or special
assessment within a municipality.
The Board of Managers does
have the authority to contract with
the Federal government, this or
other states, corporations, and other
institutions.
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WATERSHED LOANS

Local organizations can obtain
watershed loans to plan and carry
out plans to protect and develop the
land and water resources in small
watersheds.
The loans are available from the
. Farmers Home Administration, an
• . agency of the U. S. Department ot
Agriculture.
The local organization must lack
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sufficient funds and be unable to
borrow the needed tunds at reasonable rates and terms from any other
established source.
HOW MAY LOAN FUNDS BE USED?

Generally, loans can be made tor
purposes consistent with the improvement of, utilization ot, or protection of the soil and water resources within the watershed.
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